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This	paper	draws	upon	the	current	situation	within	Japanese	Higher	Education.	
In	particular	 the	paper	 focuses	on	 educational	 reforms	 and	how	 they	 relate	 to	
the	 notions	 of	 Yutori	Kyoiku	 which	 constituted	 a	 major	 attempt	 by	 Japanese	
education	 to	 develop	 individual	 student	 capacity.	 A	 clear	 subtext	 of	 the	 recent	
neo‐liberal	reform	agenda	is	a	desire	to	incorporated	free‐market	ideals	into	the	
Japanese	 educational	 system.	 This	 paper	 raises	 several	 important	 problems	
connected	to	the	reforms	such	as	the	decrease	in	classroom	hours,	changes	to	the	
contents	 of	 textbooks	 and	 a	 growing	 discrepancy	 in	 academic	 skills	 between	
students	 in	 different	 localities.	 These	 education	 reforms	 have	 impacted	 on	
notions	 of	 Yutori	Kyoiku	 through	 the	 continuation	 of	 nationally	 standardized	
testing	and	changes	directed	at	controlling	the	practices	of	classroom	teachers.	
While	 acknowledging	 the	 current	 Japanese	 cabinet’s	 (DP)	 education	policy	has	
been	inherited	from	an	earlier	LDP	government,	the	paper	points	to	similarities	
between	the	current	reforms	and	the	iconic	Meiji	era	reforms	of	the	late	1800s.		
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Introduction	
This	paper	 traces	 the	rise	and	 fall	of	Yutori	Kyoiku	 and	argues	 that	recent	neo‐
liberal	reforms	introduced	by	the	Japanese	government	mark	the	end	of	a	short,	
but	 productive	 period	 where	 emphasis	 was	 for	 the	 first	 time	 placed	 on	
developing	an	educational	system	free	from	pressure.	Burnett	&	Wada	(1)	have	
drawn	attention	to	key	historical	aspects	of	Japan’s	modern	educational	system	
by	 highlighting	 the	 influence	 that	 socio‐political	 transformations	 have	 on	
educational	 systems.	 Analysis	 within	 their	 first	 paper	 was	 restricted	 to	 three	
periods	of	radical	 reform	beginning	with	 the	Meiji	 restoration	 in	1871,	moving	
onto	 the	 Occupation	 led	 reforms	 after	 the	 Second	World	War	 and	 concluding	
with	 a	 analysis	 of	 contemporary	 neo‐liberal	 reforms.	 Their	 paper	 argued	 that	
one	of	most	important	aspects	to	emerge	from	the	antecedence	of	contemporary	
Japanese	 education	 was	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 reforms	 impacted	 on	 educators	
who	 had	 been	 directed	 to	 perform	 and	 conduct	 themselves	 in	 ways	 that	
fundamentally	 altered	 traditional	 Japanese	work/cultural	 practices.	 This	 paper	
aimed	to	introduce	Japanese	educational	reform	to	a	new	readership	while	also	
providing	a	source	of	analysis	directed	towards	the	impact	of	global	educational	
reform	outside	Western	contexts.	
	
1.	 	 The	 importance	 of	 the	 6‐3‐3	 single‐track	 structure	 and	 entrance	
examinations	
The	 Japanese	 school	 system	 has	 since	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Second	World	War	 been	
structured	 around	 a	 single	 track	 6‐3‐3	 format.	 Students	 usually	 take	 an	
examination	at	 the	end	of	each	stage	before	progressing	 to	 the	next	 level.	This	
process	is	described	in	Figure	1	below.	
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					Fig.	1			6‐3‐3	single‐track	structure	and	entrance	examinations	
	
By	 far	 the	 largest	 high‐stake	 entrance	 examination	 occurs	when	 students	 seek	
entry	 to	 university.	 Interestingly	 the	 key	 rankings	 or	 league	 tables	 of	 high	
schools	 are	 published	 in	 weekly	 magazines	 with	 the	 school’s	 position	
determined	 by	 the	 number	 of	 students	who	 pass	 the	 entrance	 examination	 of	
prestigious	universities	such	as	Tokyo	University.	 In	a	direct	attempt	to	relieve	
competition	connected	to	entrance	examinations,	MEXT	(Ministry	of	Education,	
Culture,	 Sports,	 Science	 and	 Technology)	 introduced	 the	 Yutori	Kyoiku	 agenda	
during	the	1980s.	At	the	time	the	general	public	overwhelmingly	welcomed	this	
new	 policy,	 as	 it	 was	 child‐centered,	 viewed	 education	 generally	 as	 more	
constructive,	was	respecting	of	individual	personality	and	was	in	the	main	more	
relaxed	that	the	previous	inflexible	structure.	While	many	educational	specialists	
at	 the	 time,	 openly	 argued	 for	 a	 major	 review	 of	 the	 Japanese	 examination	
system,	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 examination	 and	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	 elitist	
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structure	 of	 the	 Japanese	 education	 system	 remained	 unchanged	 (2).	 During	 a	
period	of	only	30	years,	it	would	appear	that	Japanese	education	has	progressed	
through	a	full	cycle,	moving	from	a	knowledge	intensive	system	to	child‐centered	
and	 then	 back	 again.	 (see	 Fig.2).	 	 This	 paper	 examines	 Yutori	Kyoiku	 and	 the	
LDP’s	 reforms	 in	 more	 detail	 and	 contrasts	 the	 latest	 reforms	 with	 those	
experienced	during	the	Meiji	restructure.	
	
	
2.	Historical	development	of	Yutori	Kyoiku		
There	 are	 three	 clearly	 delineated	 stages	 that	 constitute	 the	 Yutori	 Kyoiku	
reforms.	The	first,	spans	a	period	from	1980‐1991	and	is	characterized	by;	(i)	a	
decrease	of	leaning	contents	and	of	time,	(ii)	the	promotion	of	the	slogan:	“Yutori	
to	 Jyujitsu”	 (affluence	and	 full)	 and	 “Yutori	 to	Uruoi”	 (affluence	and	moisture),	
and	(iii)	an	introduction	of	the	notion	“Yutori	no	Jikan”	(lesson	of	affluence)	as	an	
‘across	the	curriculum’	theme.		
	
The	 second	 stage	 from	 1992‐2001,	 saw	 the	 Nakasone	 cabinet	 place	 new	
emphasis	 on	 individuality,	 the	 notion	 of	 a	 life‐long	 learning	 system,	 and	 a	
corresponding	emphasis	on	globalization	and	access	to	information.	This	second	
stage	 is	 characterized	 by;	 1)	 a	 decrease	 of	 leaning	 contents	 and	 time,	 2)	 the	
abolishing	 of	 social	 leaning	 and	 science	 in	 the	 1st	 and	 2nd	 grade	 of	 elementary	
school	and	the	introduction	of	a	new	subject	“Seikatsuka”	[life	learning],	and	3)	a	
number	of	new	non‐school	days	or	holidays	occurring	on	the	2nd	Saturday	(from	
September	1992)	and	the	2nd	and	4th	Saturday	(from	April	1995).	
	
The	 third	and	 final	 stage	 from	stage	 from	2002‐2010,	 is	 characterized	by;	1)	a	
decrease	 of	 leaning	 contents,	 2)	 a	 reduction	 of	 time	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 five‐day	
school	week,	 and	3)	 integrated	 learning	 lesson/curriculum,	 and	 a	new	 form	of	
‘absolute’	 evaluation.	The	 focus	of	 this	 paper	 is	 predominately	 on	 this	 final	 3rd	
stage	of	the	reforms	and	both	critiques	and	responds	these	changes.		
	
2.1	Decreasing	leaning	contents	and	contact	time		
A	critical	aspect	of	 the	 reforms	relates	 to	changes	directed	 towards	 the	goal	of	
increasing	 the	 amount	 ‘free‐time’	 children	were	 given	while	 at	 school.	 Despite	
progress	 made	 to	 achieve	 this	 objective	 within	 the	 school	 timetable,	
corresponding	 changes	 have	 not	 been	 made	 to	 the	 competitive	 entrance	
examination	 system	 and	 hence	 many	 elementary	 students	 have	 simply	
redirected	their	 increased	 ‘leisure/free’	 time	in	the	direction	of	preparation	for	
entry	 into	 prestigious	 high	 schools.	 It	 appears	 wealthy	 students	 have	
dramatically	 increased	 the	 number	 of	 hours	 spent	 in	 Jyuku	 or	 cram‐schools	
classes	or	 increased	time	with	private	home‐tutors.	 Importantly,	 the	amount	of	
time	students	spend	studying	in	their	own	homes	appears	closely	related	to	their	
parent’s	socio	economic	status	with	35.4%	of	high	school	students	choosing	only	
to	study	within	the	confines	of	their	school	(3).	
	
One	of	the	major	aims	of	Yutori	Kyoiku	was	that	children	should	be	encouraged	
to	have	an	 increased	 sense	of,	 or	 zest,	 for	 life/living.	 Interestingly,	 there	 exists	
within	 the	 context	 of	 Japan,	 is	 a	 distinct	 tension	 between	 “Tatemae”	 (stated	
principle)	 and	 “Honne”	 (real	 intention)	 which	 was	 clearly	 aimed	 at	 both	
increasing	notions	of	creativity	within	‘talented’	children,	while	at	the	same	time	
increasing	 the	 overall	 academic	 performance	 of	 children	 in	 general.	 The	
Chairperson	of	the	Curriculum	Council	Miura	Shumon,	for	example	has	outlined	
this	 goal	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 alleviate	 boredom	 for	 talented	 students	 in	 the	
classroom,	 allow	 all	 students	 to	 achieve	 a	 minimum	 standard	 of	 academic	
achievement,	promote	high	achievement	especially	within	 talented	students,	 to	
bring	to	an	end	the	promotion	of	notions	of	equalization	of	educational	disparity	
and	to	increase	the	range	of	academic	achievement	(4).	
	
It	would	appear	that	many	teachers	understood	the	subtext	or	real	intention	of	
the	 reforms	 and	 began	 to	 change	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 they	 presented	 the	
curriculum.	 This	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 examples	 such	 as	 Hideo	 Kageyama,	 who	
introduced	“Hyakumasu	Keisan”	which	centered	on	a	process	of	students	filling	
100	voids	with	four	arithmetic	operations	in	as	short	a	period	of	time	as	possible.	
Such	 ‘new’	methods	of	teaching	were	clearly	not	designed	to	increase	students’	
knowledge,	 but	 rather	 to	 raise	 their	 level	 of	 motivation.	 Some	 private	
universities	 adopted	 this	 process	 and	 provided	 supplementary	 classes	 for	
cohorts	 of	 ‘freshman’	 who	 entered	 the	 university	 though	 a	 high	 school’s	
recommendation	 and	 therefore	 were	 perceived	 as	 having	 lower	 levels	 of	
academic	achievement	(5).	As	a	result	of	the	current	entrance	examination	being	
criticized	as	an	inappropriate	tool	for	selection,	the	National	Center	for	University	
Entrance	 Examinations	 has	 modified	 its	 policy	 and	 has	 moved	 towards	 the	
overall	 goal	 of	 introducing	 two	 levels	 of	 entrance	 test	 based	 on	 degrees	 of	
difficulty	[to	be	implemented	in	2016].	This	has	been	brought	about	by	the	fact	
that	upper	secondary	school	students	are	now	able	to	select	subjects	that	have	a	
strong	 emphasis	 on	 individuality,	which	 has	 seen	 a	 corresponding	 drop	 in	 the	
number	 of	 students	 selecting	 common	 core	 subjects	 on	 which	 the	 traditional	
Center	Test	or	common	university	entrance	examination	has	been	based	(6).	
		
2.2	Five‐day	school	week		
One	of	the	most	observable	changes	of	the	reforms	has	been	the	in	the	form	of	
changes	to	the	format	of	school	week.	Traditionally,	Japanese	students	attended	
school	on	Saturday,	however	under	these	reforms,	public	school	teachers	do	not	
currently	 teach	 on	 Saturdays,	 while	 private	 school	 teachers	 have	 had	 their	
Saturday	 classes	 cut	 to	 single	 lesson.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 overall	 workload	 for	
teachers	 remains	 relatively	 unchanged	 as	 the	majority	 of	 school	 events	 (sport,	
cultural	 festivals,	excursions	etc)	occur	on	Saturday	and	Sunday	requiring	both	
public	and	private	school	teachers	to	work	over	the	weekend.		
	
2.3	Integrated	learning	lesson	
The	Sougouteki	na	Gakusyu	no	Jikan	or	 Integrated	Learning	Lesson	was	another	
major	component	of	the	reform	package	which	unfortunately	has	been	the	focus	
of	 considerable	 confusion	 and	 debate.	 While	 the	 integrated	 nature	 of	 this	
component	 of	 the	 curriculum	was	designed	 to	 take	 the	 form	of	 a	 rich‐learning	
activity	involving	multiple	disciplines,	many	teachers	have	been	unclear	on	how	
to	 actually	 teach	 these	 classes	 as	 there	 is	 often	 no	 textbook,	 no	 set	 form	 of	
evaluation	 and	 no	 details	 recorded	 on	 student	 report	 cards.	 Although	 a	 very	
small	number	of	sample	examples	were	provided	as	a	guide	by	the	authorities,	
many	teachers	have	not	been	offered	the	necessary	training	for	this	new	form	of	
pedagogy	 to	 succeed.	 Importantly,	 timetabling	 hours	 for	 these	 lessons	 have	 in	
many	schools	been	redirected	and	are	used	for	other	school‐based	activities.		
	
2.4	Absolute	evaluation	
Traditionally	assessment	within	Japanese	elementary	schools	has	been	based	on	
a	 process	 of	 a	 comparative	 measurement	 where	 each	 child’s	 academic	
performance	was	 ranked	on	 a	5‐point	 scale.	Here,	within	 any	 given	 cohort	 the	
highest	score	of	5	represented	the	top	7%	of	student	achievers	while	the	lowest	
score	of	1	correspond	to	the	bottom	7%	of	student	achievement.	From	2002,	the	
reforms	 however,	 required	 students	 to	 be	 evaluated	 on	 what	 was	 termed	 an	
absolute	 scale	 that	 included	 an	 intrapersonal	 score.	 This	 intrapersonal	
component	 required	 teachers	 to	 rate	 students’	 achievement	 in	 relation	 to	 that	
individual	student’s	personal	effort.	As	a	result,	teachers	have	been	reluctant	to	
score	 negatively	 in	 this	 section	 with	 a	 resulting	 ‘score	 bubble’	 occurring	 in	
elementary	and	lower	secondary	schools	(7).	A	major	problem	appears	to	be	the	
need	 for	 some	 kind	 of	 comparative	 assessment	 report	 or	moderation	 process,	
particularly	 in	 relation	 to	where	 the	 scores	are	used	as	a	basis	 for	entrance	 to	
both	public	and	private	upper	secondary	schools.	
	
3.	Koizumi	Cabinet’s	three	stage	process	to	reform	
The	Koizumi	cabinet	aimed	to	reform	the	Administrative	and	Financial	systems	
that	existed	between	government	and	local	public	entities	by;	1)	a	reduction	or	
the	abolition	of	government	subsidies,	2)	the	transfer	of	tax	revenues,	and	3)	an	
integrated	 reconstruction	 of	 local	 allocation	 tax.	 The	 following	 section	 reviews	
this	process	in	more	detail.	
	
3.1	Deregulation	and	increase	of	non‐regular	teacher	
In	 terms	 of	 limiting	 of	 government	 subsides,	 Koizumi	 first	 focused	 on	
compulsory	 education	 fees	 and	 reduced	 from	 one	 half	 to	 one	 third	 the	
percentage	 of	 national	 financial	 support	 provided	 to	 each	 prefecture	 for	
education.	As	 a	 result,	 the	prefectural	 burden	 for	 education	 as	 a	percentage	of	
their	overall	budget	 increased	dramatically	with	 corresponding	pressure	being	
placed	 on	 teacher	 salaries,	which	were	 for	 the	 first	 time	 linked	 to	 the	 general	
finances	 of	 each	 prefecture.	 Given	 that	 the	 Koizumi	 cabinet	 significantly	
decreased	 overall	 funding	 for	 each	 prefecture,	 the	 cost	 of	 paying	 for	 teacher’s	
salaries	became	a	heavy	burden	for	prefecture	(8)	resulting	in	authorities	cutting	
total	labor	costs	by	employing	more	part‐time	fixed‐term/contract	teachers.	The	
number	of	such	non‐regular	teacher	continues	to	increase	each	year	with	15.1%	
or	105,000	non‐regular	teachers	being	employed	in	2009	(9).	(Fig.4)	
	
	Fig.4	Increase	of	part‐time	and	one	year’s	teacher	
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3.2	Deregulation	and	the	hiring	of	non‐specialist	principals		
Under	the	revised	Gakkou	Kyouikuhou	Sekou	Kisoku	or	School	Education	Act	and	
Construction	Regulations	(2000),	municipalities	can	now	employ	principals	who	
do	not	have	any	previous	educational	experience.	While	there	were	only	6	such	
principals	 in	 2001,	 the	 Koizumi	 cabinet	 reforms	 in	 this	 area	 have	 seen	 the	
current	number	rising	to	86	in	2010.	Municipal	education	boards	maintain	that	it	
takes	many	months	 to	 train	what	 are	 now	 termed	Minkanjin	Kocho	or	 civilian	
principals	 and	 that	 it	 is	 now	 relatively	 easy	 for	 assistant	 principle	 to	 be	
promoted	 to	 principal.	 Importantly,	 the	 number	 of	 such	 civilian	 principals	
appears	to	have	stabilized	with	the	MEXT	stating	that	there	has	been	no	recent	
increases	in	their	overall	number	(11).	
	
3.3	Deregulation	and	municipal	pre‐service	teacher	training	
Tokyo	 metropolitan	 city	 created	 the	 first	 Kyoshi	 Jyuku	 or	 pre‐service	 teacher	
training	schools	 in	2004	(12).	This	system	required	undergraduate	students	 to	
pay	 approximately	180,000	yen	 for	10	 lectures,	 14	 seminars,	 a	40‐day	 teacher	
field	placement	and	work‐experience	within	private	companies.	After	completing	
their	 Kyoshi	 Jyuku,	 it	 was	 possible	 for	 students	 to	 be	 employed	 within	 public	
elementary	 school	 without	 following	 the	 usual	 route	 of	 taking	 the	 ‘Tokyoto	
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Kouritsu	 Shogakkou	 Kyouin	 Saiyou	 Kouhosya	 Senkou’	 (Tokyo	 Education	 Board	
Employment	Test).	While	the	Kyoshi	Jyuku	system	is	still	in	place,	it	has	proved	to	
be	 unpopular	with	 the	majority	 of	 students	 due	 to	 its	 high	 cost	 and	 a	 general	
perception	 amongst	 students	 that	 the	 standard	 employment	 test	 is	 not	 as	
difficult	 a	 path.	 Interestingly,	 the	 Suginami	 Ward	 office	 situated	 within	 the	
metropolitan	 boundaries	 of	 Tokyo,	 created	 a	 new	 pre‐service	 teacher	 training	
school	‐	Suginami	Shihan	Kan	‐	in	2006,	however	its	high	operating	costs	and	the	
small	number	of	participants	has	resulted	in	its	planned	closure	in	March	2011	
(13).	
	
4.	The	shock	of	PISA	and	TIMSS	results	
Japanese	 students	 OECD	 PISA	 (Programme	 for	 International	 Student	
Assessment)	results	for	2003	saw	a	dramatic	fall	compared	with	those	recorded	
during	 2000	 (14)	 (15).	 For	 example,	 Japan	 dropped	 from	 1st	 to	 6th	 place	 in	
mathematical	 literacy	and	from	8th	 to	14th	 in	reading.	PISA	2007	data	for	Japan	
(16),	showed	a	further	drop	in	ranking	from	6th	to	10th	in	mathematical	literacy,	
from	14th	 to	 15th	 in	 reading,	 and	 from	2nd	 to	 6th	 in	 science	 literacy.	 An	 overall	
drop	 in	 test	 scores	 was	 confirmed	 by	 TIMSS	 data	 (Trends	 in	 International	
Mathematics	 and	 Science	 Study)	 between	 1997	 (17)	 and	 2003	 (18).	 Here,	
Japanese	 secondary	 school	 students’	 mathematics	 scores	 were	 9	 points	 lower	
and	 the	percentage	of	 children	who	 stated	 they	 enjoyed	 studying	mathematics	
dropped	to	only	9%	compared	with	a	worldwide	average	29%.	
		
The	Japanese	media	widely	reported	this	fall	in	PISA	and	TIMSS	scores	and	there	
was	 an	 increasing	 public	 perception	 that	 the	 Japanese	 entrance	 examination	
system	did	not	accurately	test	students’	academic	ability	(18).	At	this	same	time	
politicians	began	 to	blame	 the	 lower	 test	 scores	on	Yutori	Kyoiku	 and	 in	2005,	
the	Nakayama	ministry	of	MEXT	ordered	the	Central	Council	to	reconsider	Yutori	
Kyoiku.	Critically	in	2007,	the	Abe	cabinet	decided	to	abolish	the	policy	of	Yutori	
Kyoiku.	
	
5.	Educational	Reform	under	the	LDP	
5.1	Education	Law	Amendment	of	LDP		
The	 Liberal	 Democratic	 Party	 or	 LDP	 changed	 the	 Kyoiku	 Kihon	 Hou	 or	
Fundamental	 Law	 of	 Education	 (2006)	 and	 also	 altered	 three	 Education	 Acts	
(2007).	The	New	Fundamental	Law	of	Education,	was	modified	so	as	 to;	1)	cut	
ties	with	the	Japanese	“Constitution”,	2)	provide	for	the	legislation	of	patriotism,	
3)	emphasize	norms	and	virtues	and	4)	reapply	 the	 traditional	dominance	of	a	
centralized	 educational	 administration.	 The	 3	 new	 Acts	 (2007)	 included;	 1)	 a	
School	Education	Act	–	with	the	new	positions	of	Chief	and	Vice‐Principle,	2)	an	
Act	 Concerning	 Organization	 and	 Operation	 of	 Regional	 Educational	
Administration	 –	which	 led	 to	MEXT	 now	 controlling	 the	 regional	 educational	
bureau,	and	3)	a	Teachers	License	Act	and	Public	service	Education	Special	Act	
which	 focused	 on	 a	 new	 10‐year	 teaching	 license	 system.	 Sasaki	 (2007)	 has	
compared	 the	 New	 Fundamental	 Law	 of	 Education	 to	 changes	 in	 Japanese	
Education	during	the	1930s	stressing	both	contain	elements	of	Imperialism	(19).	
Fujita	et	al.	 (2007)	has	also	suggested	 the	policy	must	altered	so	as	 to	stop;	1)	
nationally	standardized	testing;	2)	Teacher	license	renewal	system,	3)	Hierarchy	
of	 teacher;	 4)	 Zero	 tolerance	 of	 child	 delinquency	 and	 5)	 strength	 of	
government’s	control	for	education	(20).	
	
5.2	Bureaucratic	control	over	the	structure	of	school	administration	
Included	 within	 the	 LDP’s	 reforms	 and	 outlined	 in	 new	 school	 education	 act	
were	the	newly	created	positions	of	Vice‐Principle	and	Chief	(Fig.5).	Importantly,	
both	positions	have	a	clear	managerial	role	with	holders	having	no	obligation	to	
undertake	the	30	hours	of	in‐service	training	every	10	years	that	is	mandated	for	
all	 classroom	 teachers.	 Critically,	 holders	 of	 both	 new	 positions	 are	 unable	 to	
also	remain	members	of	the	Japanese	teachers’	union,	leading	to	the	suggestion	
that	 the	 real	 intention	 of	 the	modified	 act	 has	 been	 to	 undermine	 the	 overall	
power	of	the	union	within	schools.		
(See	Fig.5)	
(See	Fig.6)	
	
5.3	Teacher	license	renewal	system	
Major	changes	to	teacher	 licensing	system	have	been	implemented	by	MEXT	in	
the	form	of	teachers	now	being	required	to	pay	for,	and	then	undergo	30	hours	
of	 in‐service	 training	within	 universities	 every	 10	 years	 for	 their	 license	 to	 be	
renewed.	 While	 MEXT	 has	 justified	 this	 change	 under	 an	 overall	 aim	 of	
improving	 teacher	 standards	 within	 Japan,	 many	 practicing	 teachers	 see	 this	
stated	principle	as	Tatemae	with	the	Honne	or	real	intention	being	to	centralize	
MEXT	control	over	teacher	employment	and	to	better	position	the	ministry	in	its	
long	 running	battle	with	 the	Nikkyoso	 or	 Japanese	Teacher’s	Union.	Due	 to	 the	
fact	 that	 those	 in	 such	managerial	 positions	 are	not	 required	 to	undertake	 the	
new	 in‐service	 training	model,	 it	 has	 been	 reported	 that	 a	 number	 of	 teachers	
have	opted	to	assume	the	role	of	chief	simply	to	escape	the	burden	of	renewing	
their	licenses.		
	
The	thirty	hours	of	in‐service	are	broken	down	into	twelve	hours	of	compulsory	
lectures	with	another	eighteen	hours	of	elective	lectures	and	or	training.	MEXT	
retains	 tight	 control	 over	 the	 compulsory	 twelve‐hour	 component	 with	 four	
main	areas	being	addressed.	These	include	reflections	on	the	teaching	profession,	
knowledge	and	understanding	of	the	impact	of	these	reflections,	understanding	
of	 broad	 trends	 in	 educational	 policy,	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 need	 for	
cooperation	 both	within	 and	 outside	 of	 school.	 Kita	 &	Miura	 (2010)	 surveyed	
472	 teachers	 who	 were	 undertaking	 the	 required	 in‐service	 with	 82.4%	
responding	 they	 felt	 the	 new	 system	was	 not	 needed	 and	 only	 3.6%	 agreeing	
with	the	retraining	reforms	(14.0%	expressed	no	strong	option).	On	the	bases	of	
their	 research,	 Kita	 and	 Miura	 recommend	 that	 the	 teacher	 license	 renewal	
system	 should	 be	 canceled	 immediately	 and	 in	 its	 place	 they	 proposed	 a	 new	
system	that	would	allow	for	discussion	and	input	from	those	directly	affected	by	
the	 reforms.	 In	 addition,	 they	 argued	 teachers	 should	 be	 granted	 a	 degree	 of	
independence	in	selecting	the	type	of	training	they	undertake	and	that	in‐service	
should	occur	within	some	kind	of	graduate	school	structure.	They	suggested	the	
new	 system	 should	 strive	 to	 1)	 provide	 better	 teacher	 support	 such	 as	 that	
provided	 in	Finland,	2)	 allow	 teachers	 to	undertake	 the	 in‐service	within	 their	
own	 schools	 and	 allow	 for	 a	 degree	 of	 professional	 discretion,	 3)	 improve	 the	
status	and	conditions	of	teachers	and	4)	increase	the	overall	number	of	teachers	
within	each	school	(23).	Despite	the	need	for	teachers	across	Japan	to	participate	
in	 this	new	system	of	renewing	professional	accreditation,	MEXT	reported	 that	
as	of	the	11th	November,	2010,	5100	teachers	had	not	undertaken	the	required	
training.	 MEXT	 continued	 by	 stating	 teachers,	 who	 continued	 to	 resist	
participation,	 would	 loose	 their	 accreditation	 and	 would	 be	 prevented	 from	
teaching	in	Japanese	schools	from	the	31st	March,	2011	(24).	
			
5.4.	Nationally	standardized	testing	
The	 Japanese	 Ministry	 of	 Education	 has	 conducted	 nationally	 standardized	
testing	 since	 1961	with	 scores	 from	 these	 tests	 becoming	 increasingly	 seen	 as	
the	unitary	standard	of	ability	and	academic	achievement.	Little	work	has	been	
done	 by	 the	 ministry	 to	 unpack	 the	 underlying	 causes	 for	 variations	 in	 test	
results	 with	 for	 example,	 no	 direct	 linking	 of	 test	 scores	 with	 a	 school	 or	
student’s	 socio‐economic	 status.	 The	 results	 from	 Japanese	 grade	 6	 and	 9	
students	undertaking	the	international	2007	PISA	tests	in	Mathematics	revealed	
a	dramatic	drop	in	overall	ranking	with	TIMSS’s	score	confirming	this	downward	
trend.	These	results	received	a	great	deal	of	attention	in	the	media	with	the	LDP	
openly	blaming	Yutori	Kyoiku	for	the	decline.	Importantly,	there	was	no	attempt	
to	 correlated	prefectural	data	with	 the	 socio‐economic	 standing	of	 each	 region	
(25),	yet	 in	a	similar	 fashion	to	many	other	countries,	this	data	has	served	as	a	
powerful	tool	for	central	educational	bureaucracies	to	rank	school’s	performance	
in	the	form	of	 league	tables	and	subsequently	use	these	tables	to	direct	 limited	
and	reduced	resources.	Schools	across	all	prefectures	in	Japan	have	been	ranked	
with	each	school	subsequently	categorized	by	municipality.	
	
5.5.	School	District	Free	System	(2003)	
While	 Japanese	 students	have	 traditionally	been	 required	 to	 attend	designated	
elementary	 schools	 within	 defined	 catchments,	 changes	 in	 2003,	 allowed	 city	
Educational	Boards	 open	 schools	 to	 children	 from	outside	 the	 catchment.	 This	
means	parents	now	have	a	degree	of	 choice	 in	 selecting	 their	 children’s	public	
school	 with	 one	 of	 the	 key	 selection	 criteria	 being	 the	 schools	 ranking	 on	
standardized	tests	within	that	district.	This	has	opened	public	schooling	to	new	
market	 forces	 with	 dramatic	 effects	 on	 student	 enrollment	 across	 the	 sector.	
Where	 once	 students	 automatically	 were	 allowed	 entry	 to	 a	 school	 in	 their	
district,	 pupils	wanting	 to	 attend	more	 popular	 public	 elementary	 schools	 are	
now	 required	 to	 undertake	 an	 entrance	 examination.	 Some	 schools	 that	 score	
poorly	 in	 test	 results	 in	 lower	 socio‐economic	 regions	 of	 Tokyo	 such	 as	
Shinagawa	have	seen	their	enrollments	plummet	(25).	 It	 is	clear	that	there	 is	a	
subtext	of	‘sink	or	swim’	being	promoted	across	both	elementary	and	secondary	
sectors	for	schools	with	enrollments	of	less	than	forty	students	will	be	forced	to	
close	(20).	
	
6.	LDP’s	Neo‐Liberal	Reforms	of	University	
The	Koizumi	government	reforms	targeted	the	privatization	of	many	aspects	of	
education	with	an	overall	aim	of	reducing	the	role	of	government.	This	is	clearly	
evident	in	changes	that	have	forced	national	universities	to	become	independent	
corporations.	 Reforms	 to	 the	 structure	 of	 national	 universities	 have	 led	 to	 a	
subsequent	reduction	in	the	overall	number	of	staff	and	a	dramatic	cultural	shift	
as	 the	 traditional	 administrative	 and	 academic	 staff	 profiles	 have	 been	
repositioned	 to	 those	 within	 a	 framework	 of	 business	 or	 what	 is	 termed	
‘corporation	staff’.	Cuts	to	the	overall	university	operating	budgets	have	been	in	
the	 vicinity	 of	 1%	each	year	 (26)	with	 the	 government	 cutting	 the	 funding	 for	
grants	by	3%	in	2009.	Despite	a	change	in	the	cabinet	from	the	LDP	to	the	DP	on	
the	16th	September	2009,	there	has	been	no	corresponding	change	in	the	overall	
policy	 with	 an	 increased	 focus	 on	 reward	 in	 the	 form	 of	 grants	 to	 highly	
reformed	 university	 and	 a	 cutting	 of	 grants	 to	 universities	 who	 have	 not	 yet	
embraced	such	structural	change	(20).		
	
7.	New	education	policy	of	DP	
7.1	New	curriculum	and	increase	of	class	hours	
While	 the	 LDP	 was	 responsible	 for	 major	 curriculum	 reforms	 to	 elementary	
schools	in	2011,	lower	secondary	schools	in	2012,	and	upper	secondary	schools	
in	2013,	it	has	been	left	to	the	DP	to	implement	the	changes.	The	total	class	hours	
will	for	example	increase	by	278	hours	in	elementary	school	and	by	105	hours	in	
lower	secondary	schools.	Changes	are	also	directed	in	the	area	of	textbooks	used	
with	 a	 requirement	 for	 the	 inclusion	 of	 more	 content	 with	 the	 content	 of	
elementary	 school	 textbooks	 for	 instance,	 increasing	 by	 43%.	 MEXT	 however	
appears	 to	 have	 no	 plan	 to	 change	 5‐day	 school	 week	 although	 Tokyo	
Metropolitan	 Board	 of	 Education	 does	 plan	 to	 conduct	 some	 Sunday	 classes.	
Many	 educational	 researchers	 doubt	 the	 reforms	will	 result	 in	 any	 changes	 to	
Japanese	 PISA’s	 rankings	 and	 some	 openly	 suggest	 any	 future	 drop	 in	 ranking	
will	result	in	a	new	wave	of	curriculum	reform	(26).		
	
7.2	New	sampling	achievement	test	
The	 LDP	 government	 re‐implemented	 nationally	 standardized	 testing	 for	 all	
pupils	in	2007.	Importantly	these	tests	were	in	addition	to	the	PISA	testing	and	
cost	 over	 2	 trillion	 yen	 over	 three	 years.	 Due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 data	 was	
extremely	vague	the	current	DP	government	has	undertaken	a	new	sampling	test	
regime	as	a	cost	saving	measure.	On	the	27th	August	2010,	an	expert	meeting	of	
MEXT	reported	that	the	areas	of	social	studies	and	science	in	elementary	school	
and	 social	 studies,	 science,	 and	 English	 test	 in	 lower	 secondary	 school	will	 be	
added	to	the	national	test	from	2011	(27).	
	
7.3	Number	of	pupils	in	each	class	
From	the	1980s,	there	have	been	an	average	of	40	pupils	per	Japanese	classroom.	
In	 many	 schools,	 one	 class	 is	 often	 divided	 into	 two	 or	 three	 sub	 classes	
according	 to	 differences	 in	 ability	 students	 in	 English	 and	 mathematics.	
Importantly,	 a	 reduction	 of	 class	 sizes	 to	 35	 pupils	 is	 under	 currently	 under	
considerations	(28).		
	
7.4	Financial	support	for	children	
Currently	the	Japanese	government	is	reviewing	the	degree	of	financial	support	
provided	to	school‐age	children.	The	policy	of	free	tuition	for	pubic	high	schools	
appears	unchanged,	however	from	April	1st	2010	students	attending	public	high	
schools	 received	 118,800	 yen	 per	 year.	 Importantly,	 while	 students	 attending	
Korean	schools	in	Japan	have	historically	not	received	any	support,	from	the	21st	
October	 2010,	 the	 DP	 cabinet	 introduced	 the	 payment	 of	 118,800	 yen	 for	
students	attending	such	Korean	schools.	The	DP	cabinet	also	modified	the	 laws	
related	to	child	allowance	in	2010	with	children	under	15	receiving	26,000	yen	
per	 month.	 As	 a	 direct	 result	 of	 the	 Global	 Financial	 Crisis	 and	 subsequent	
economic	 stimulus	 packages	 by	 the	 Japanese	 government,	 this	 figure	 was	
reduced	 to	13,000	yen	per	month.	On	 the	4th	November	2010,	 the	Kan	cabinet	
made	 the	 decision	 to	 provide	 an	 amount	 of	 10,000	 yen	 per	month	 to	 children	
less	than	three	years	of	age.	
	
7.5	Teacher	Training	Design	
A	new	 in‐service	 teacher	 training	model	 began	 in	 2008.	 The	 then	 LDP	 cabinet	
mandated	 that	 teachers	 would	 be	 required	 to	 undertake	 30	 hours	 of	
lecturers/training	every	10	years.	Under	the	current	system,	it	is	possible	for	all	
BEd	 graduates	 to	 obtain	 their	 teacher	 license	 with	 approximately	 30,000	
students	successfully	sitting	and	passing	the	test	each	year.	On	the	basis	of	this	
test,	 approximately	3000	 teachers	 are	employed	by	each	prefectural	 education	
board	 every	 year.	 The	DP	 cabinet	 is	 however,	 planning	 a	 new	 training	 system	
where	 only	 those	 with	 a	 post‐graduate	 qualification	 will	 be	 able	 to	 obtain	 a	
teacher	 license.	 This	 will	 require	 the	 implementation	 of	 graduate	 schools	 of	
education	targeting	only	teachers	and	providing	the	equivalent	of	an	educational	
MBA.	 In	 2008,	 there	were	 19	 such	 teacher	 graduate	 schools	 through	 Japanese	
universities	(28).	 In	 these	schools,	graduate	students	study	 for	one	year	within	
the	university	and	then	and	go	on	to	either	elementary	or	secondary	schools	for	
another	 year	 of	 field	 experience.	 There	 are	 interestingly,	 no	 requirement	 for	
graduates	to	produce	the	normal	masters	graduation	thesis.		
	
8.	The	impact	of	the	Global	Financial	Crisis	
After	the	Global	Financial	Crisis	(GFC),	the	Japanese	DP	government	was	forced	
to	 make	 dramatic	 cuts	 to	 across	 education	 and	 implemented	 and	 astonishing	
50%	cut	 to	Child	Allowance	payments.	While	 the	government	was	restricted	 in	
the	 degree	 to	which	 it	was	 able	 to	 cut	 funding	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 elementary	 and	
secondary	 education,	 on	 the	 22th	 June	 2010	 the	 LDP	 cabinet	 imposed	 an	 8%	
reduction	 to	 grants	 provided	 to	 Japanese	 universities	 from	 2011	 to	 2013.	
Although	apposed	 to	 the	cabinet	decision,	MEXT	estimated	an	8%	per	year	 for	
three	years	leading	to	the	possible	closure	of	Osaka	and	Kyushu	Universities	(35).	
As	 a	 result	 of	 this	 decision	 all	 national	 universities	 have	 been	 converted	 into	
what	are	termed	National	University	Corporations	and	have	been	allowed	for	the	
first	time	to	increase	tuition	fees	by	up	to	20%.		
	
9.	Comparisons	to	the	Meiji	reforms	
9.1	Class	size	
The	 issue	 of	 class	 sizes	 is	 gaining	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 attention	 with	 a	 suggested	
lowering	of	the	maximum	class	size	to	35	pupils.	It	is	important	to	note	that	this	
figure	compares	with	80	pupils	per	classroom	as	listed	in	the	Meiji	Period’s	1886	
Shogakkou	Rei	or	Elementary	Instruction	Law,	70	pupils	 in	1900,	60	before	the	
Second	World	War,	50	in	1959,	45	in	1964,	and	40	in	1980	(39).		
	
9.2	MEXT’s	top‐down	system	
The	issue	of	textbook	censorship	in	Japan	has	a	long	and	drawn	out	legal	history.	
The	 tradition	 of	 government	 control	 began	 during	 the	 Meiji	 period	 with	
government	 imposing	 a	 single	 teaching	 textbook	 system.	 This	 has	 been	
challenged	in	the	courts	from	1950	to	the	present	day	with	several	high‐profile	
cases	 such	as	 the	battle	 led	by	 Ienaga	Kyokasyo	 [see	 for	example	 the	 textbook	
court	 for	 history	 of	 Prof.	 Ienaga’s	 case	 (39)].	 It	 is	 likely	 to	 continue	 to	 be	 a	
contentious	 issue	 as	MEXT	manages	 single	 courses	 of	 study	 through	 the	 tight	
control	over	the	texts	used.	
	
9.3.	Examination	and	competition	
A	major	 similarity	exists	between	earlier	 reforms	and	Yutori	Kyoiku	 reforms	 in	
the	area	of	entrance	examinations.	 In	1900,	 Sawayanagi	 (an	officer	of	 the	 then	
Ministry	of	Education)	amended	the	elementary	school	act	through,	1)	abolition	
of	 tuition,	 2)	 abolition	 of	 examinations	 for	 progression	 from	 one	 grade	 to	 the	
next,	3)	decreasing	the	number	of	subjects	and	hours	of	leaning	(reading,	writing,	
and	 penmanship	 were	 integrated	 to	 the	 single	 subject	 “Kokugo”	 or	 Japanese	
language),	and	4)	establishing	the	compulsory	subject	of	physical	education	(40).	
The	 changing	 nature	 of	 employment	 meant	 that	 purely	 having	 an	 elementary	
education	was	 no	 longer	 enough	 to	 guarantee	 success.	 Hence,	more	 and	more	
parents	wanted	to	extend	their	child’s	education	leading	to	a	dramatic	increase	
in	the	number	of	competitive	entrance	examinations	for	lower	secondary	school.	
This	 unique	 system	 of	 Japanese	 students	 competing	 through	 entrance	
examinations	 has	 long	 been	 the	 focus	 of	 attention	 of	 foreign	 observers	 with	
Parsons	 (1959)	 maintaining	 the	 system	 functioned	 as	 both	 a	 process	 of	
socialization	and	selection	(41).		
	
It	 is	 possibly	 useful	 to	 conclude	 this	 paper	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 1946	 Education	
Mission	report	on	Japanese	education	and	the	then	examination	system	(42)	that	
stated;	
	
This	 means	 a	 shift	 from	 the	 aim,	 foremost	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 parents,	
students,	 and	 teachers,	 of	 passing	 examinations.	 A	 system	 of	 education	
that	 is	 dominated	by	preparation	 for	 examinations	 becomes	 formal	 and	
stereotyped;	it	makes	for	conformity	on	the	part	of	teachers	and	students.	
It	stifles	freedom	of	inquiry	and	critical	judgment,	lending	itself	readily	to	
manipulation	by	the	authorities	in	the	interests	of	a	narrow	bureaucracy	
rather	 than	 of	 society	 as	 a	 whole.	 Finally,	 the	 system	 engenders	 and	
abnormal	 competitive	 spirit	 that	 may	 lead	 at	 times	 to	 cheating	 and	
corruption,	or	to	and	unhealthy	frustration	(p.10).		
	
The	mission	went	on	to	report	…		
	
The	 Japanese	 system	of	 education	 in	 its	organization	and	curricular	provisions	
would	 have	 been	 due	 for	 reform	 in	 accordance	 with	 modern	 theories	 of	
education	 even	 if	 there	 had	 not	 been	 injected	 into	 it	 ultranationalism	 and	
militarism.	 The	 system	was	 based	 on	 a	 nineteenth	 century	 pattern	which	was	
highly	centralized,	providing	one	type	of	education	 for	 the	masses	and	another	
for	the	privileged	few	(pp.	7‐8)		
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